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Abstract
Th eologies of prayer in Acts have long neglected imprecatory praye rs or

curses as integral to the th eological agenda of Luke. This article seeks to
survey the instances of imprecation s in Acts to determine how they functi on
as speech-acts. The article makes two conclusions abo ut imprecations in Acts
based o n the survey. First, imprecations identify the true People o f G o d in
the midst o f competing claims. Second, imprecations reveal how one can
participate in the salvifie work o f G od.
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Imprecatory prayers are not unique to the Judeo-Christian scripture and
are commonly defined as a prayer of cursing so that evil would befall another
person.' They are challenging for the Christian tradition on several levels.
While imprecations have long been recognized as existing in the New
Testament, they are rarely integrated into biblical theo logies of prayer on
either a text or canonical level. With regard to the book of Acts it is particularly
true that theologies of prayer lack interaction with imprecations. Tf cursing or
imprecations are discussed it is not always clear what they are accomplishing
or how they function in the larger narrative framework. 2
There are several approaches to dealing with the problem of imprecations
in the New Testament. One approach places imprecations under a rubric of
the changes within the epochs in salvation history. Specifically, imprecatory
prayers (especially those in the Psalms) are dismissed vis-it-vis a relegation of
them to the economy of the Mosaic Law. Alternatively, when imprecatory
prayers are considered within the New Testament the focus is heavily weighted
on their role in the book of Revelation as a future event. The emphasis on
their role in the past or the future mal' be partially to blame for the lack
attention given to them in Lukan studies.}
The methodology used in th is study invo lves three distinct criteria. The
first criterion is that an imprecatory prayer must be an invocation that is
addressed or directed to God: The second criterion is that New Testament
imprecations do not necessarily have to contain a high level of specificity
about how the curse will be carried out. Imprecations may contain explicit
prayers or quotations of them but they can also contain curse elements such
as a hypothetical situation.' Another criterion seeks to detect imprecations by
noting where there is a withholding of intercession or blessing'"
This is problematic if it stands by itself because it is unsound to make
conclusions about a speech-act based on silence or a lack of contrary evidence.
I t is possible that the withdrawing or withholding of something can contain
an element of cursing, but only where an explicit statement is made along
with it. The third and last criterion is that the invocation "must contain a
request that one's enemies or the enemies of Yahweh be judged and justly
punished.'"
A perusal of secondary literature indicates that a lacuna exists in New
Testament studies regarding imprecatory prayers and curses outside of
Revelation. This study seeks to address this lacuna by asserting that not onl)'
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does ule Book of Acts contain imprecatory speech-acts, but mese imprecations
contribute substantially to me auulor's meological agenda. Ramer man creating
an approach to New Testament imprecations that smoothes over unique
meological contours, an imprecatory speech-act should be seen as performative
language; it is doing som ething.
An importan t presupposition for this study is that Luke-Acts presents a
progressive unfolding of the People of God who share in the history of
redemption as begun in the Genesis narratives. 8 Those who would have
read/heard th e imprecations o f Acts would have heard it within this co-text
as well as within the context of the life of me newly established church. Acts
is no t only the second vo lume that follows th e gospel of Luke; it is also a
continuation of God's revelation in the same vein as God's covenant histor y.
When we speak of Luke do ing something with imprecations as speechacts we mean mat the aumor of Acts uses imprecatory speech-acts as a means
of establishing the identity of the true people of God. The thesis presented
here is in concert with what has already been established in Acts but seeks to
m ake a modest ad justment by applying it to im precations or curses. With
regard to salvation in Acts, imprecations are " 1) a means by which God's aim
is disclosed and discerned, and 2) the mean s by which people get in sync wim
and participate in what God is doing."·

II. Peter's Curse of Judas in Acts 1:20
The first imprecatory speech-act is a "curse"'O that occurs almost
immediately in the narrative as Peter recounts the fulfillment of Scripture in
me betrayal of Judas in Acts 1:20. The two imprecations are quoted fro m the
Psalms: Psalms 69:25 (68:26 LXX) is qu oted as, "May his camp become
desolate and let there be no one to dwell in it" and Ps 109:8 (ps 108:8 LXX)
is quoted as, "Let anomer take his office." " There are some variations from
the LXX but they are minor in scope.'2 The quotation ofPs 68:26 is modified
from the plural "may their camp be a desolation" (aun3v) to the singular in
application to Judas, "may his camp become desolate" (au"Cou). When quoting
from P s 109:8, Luke uses the imperative (A.apnw) over the LXX's optative
(A.apo L).13 This imperative is significant beca use it reflects the Koine style of
imprecation. ' 4
This curse is significant because it begins a pattern of imprecatory speechacts that are integral to key texts that support the narrative. J oel Green notes
that Judas recalls the Genesis narrative of the "earlier Judas" or Judah who
sells his brother (Gen 37:27) in parallel to the way Jud as sells Jesus. 1S Thus,
the imprecation functions as the link in the narrative that creates continuity
with the story of I srael.
This narrative could be described as negative because it uses a curse to
identify who is not of the true Peop le of God. The curse functions as an
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identifier of those who are true People of God because those "who reject
God's salvation align themselves with Judas and turn aside from their heritage
with the twelve tribes of Israel." 16 But it coulu also be uescribeu as positive
insomuch that it creates a void of blessing and a sense of anticipation in the
narrative with the curse of desolation and indigence. This will soon be
contrasted and the void met by the "times of refreshing" (3:20) where there
will be blessing instead of cursing for those who follow Jesus.
h seems almost irrational to curse Judas after his death, but as Wid1erington
points out, this is not about Judas' death per se but about the fulfillment of
Scripture in replac ing h.im. 17 But contra Witherington, it uoes not seem to be
that an apologetic for Judas' death is being presented by citing the Old Testament
imprecations. 1M
Indeed, if the imprecations from the Old Testament are really a "warrant"l"
for appointing a replacement, their brevity, especially the second quotation,
seems to make them rather weak. To see no warrant in the second citation
wou ld certainly be an overstatement but it also is an overstatement to
understand these speech-acts as primarily a de[ellSe of his replacement. I t is
better to see this as an imprecatory ueclaration against Judas who betrayeu the
Son of Man (Lk 22:47; compare Matt 26:24; lV[k 14:21).
Reading the curse as a part of the author's process of creating a theological
unit produces different results than reading it as a de[eflSe of replacing] udas.
\Vhat the author of Acts is doing is using an imprecatory speech-act to highlight
what God is doing in revealing who the true people of God are. I<Jauck
describes this theologically as the creation of the "kernel of the first
community" who would be "guaranteeing and handing on to future
generations everything that had happened from the baptism of Jesus until
his apparitions after Easter."20 Kurzinger argues in line with the thesis that
the identity of the true people of God is invo lved, stating that Judas is "a
representative of all the enemies of the Kingdom of God."21
This account functions beyond that of proof or defense, it is part of a
developing ecclesiology. T he purpose of the ex POIt facto imprecation is to
highlight that it is God who has made Judas' habitation desolate and God
who has said that another must take his place. This reading can be supported
by the emphas is placed on explaining the casting of lots. Although there are
textual variants for v.24

El iTav lthey prayed anu said

ElTTEV the prayed and said]) that indicate that Peter may have

acteu alone in praying, both varian ts locate the ultimate resu lt upon Gou's
choice. 22

III. Peter's Curse of Simon The Sorcerer In Acts 8:20
A second imprecatory curse in Acts occurs when Peter responds to Simon
the Sorcerer's desire to purchase the power of the Holy Spirit. 23 Some have
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argued that this is the o nly genuine instance of imprec ation in the Lukan
corpora. 24 Peter's curse in 8:20 states, "May your silver peri sh \\rith you, beca use
you tho ught yo u could o btain the gift of God with mo ney." The fac t that the
optative mood is used supports the classificati on o f imprecation: " may it be
to des truction!" (E'lTj Ell; UrrWAElCXv).25 The Greek construction in verse 22 "if
it is possible" (dcxpcx
is conditi o nal but the use of ara indicates
a strengthened do ubtfuln ess about hi s repentance. 26
A lex ical p arall el wit h th e earli er imprecatio n against J udas likely
demonstrates a parallel th eological intenti o n. 27 In Acts 1:1 7 Peter states that
Judas had previo usly received a "share (d .f}pov) in this ministry." Peter uses
similar language against Simon in 8:21 by declarin g that, " you have neither
par t no r lot (KAf}pOC;) in this matter. " In both cases the th eological issue at
stake is participating and sharing in what God is doing.
The impreca tion indica tes continuity with the Old Testament model of
justi ce and supports D ay'S thesis that New Testament impreca ti ons and curses
are theologically rooted in the Torah's principle of lex tali oni s (Deu t 19:1 6-21)
and ultimately the Abrahamic Covenant's parallelism of blessing and cursing
(Gen 12:2-3) .28 D ay also notes that co ndi tionali ty refl ects the theological
tradition of imprecations in the Psalms. 29 ]]owever, D ay'S thesis mu st be
held with qualification. T he principle of lex talionis and the parallelism of
co nditional blessing can only be co nnected to D euteronomy and perhap s the
Psalms vis-a-vis broad literary patterns. Nevertheless, the conditional nature
of the impreca tion s is arguably a faint echo of the Old Testamen t pattern of
cursing and blessing that Luke would have been drawing fro m.
In verse 20 it is clear that it is because (on) Simon's action invo lved both
the "gift of God" (the H oly Spirit) and m oney that hi s punishment will
con sist of destructio n of himself and hi s silver. Of co urse, hi s punishment
wou ld be just if it simpl y involved Simo n himself, but Peter's indica tion that
his silver should also peri sh indica tes an intentio n to demon strate parity
between the sin ami its punishment.
The conditio nali ty of the imprecation raises the issue of con tinui ty ami
discon tinui ty with the fi rst imprecation in Acts 1:20. Whereas the first
impreca ti o n in Acts 1:20 was unconditio nal, it is also given expostfacto, this is
the first imprecation that is conditional (8:22) and it is the first spoken again st
o ne who is living. Because the fir st impreca tion was against Jud as, who was
alread y dead th ere was no need for any conditi o nali ty. For this reaso n, it
wo uld not be proper to see conditio nali ty as a criterion that would set this
apart from the first imprecatory speech-act. The fac t that the ultimate fa te of
Simon is nebulo us points to an authori al intention that prioritizes th e need
for the reader/ listener to repen t over giving a hi sto ry of Simon per se.30
T he introductio n of a traditio n of conditi onal imprecatio n highligh ts its
theological use: God is d rawing men to himself through the preaching of
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the gospel but he requires that their hearts be right with God (v. 21 ) and they
repent (v.22). The impreca tio n is th e means by which Lu ke can draw attention
to God's aim while demonstrating how a person can enter in to what God is
doing. Within th e flow of narrative in chapters 8-11 this curse against Simon
the Sorcerer is crucial to the larger context "that articulates God's initiatives in
enlarging the communi ty and the believers' reactions.""
IV. Pa ul's Curse of E lyrnas the Mag ician in Ac ts 13:10-11
A commonly cited passage from Acts that reflects imprecatory language or
a curse is 13:10-11.32 Parson cites this particular passage when he states, "In
certain rare cases it may be acceptable for believers today to pray for God to
defeat those who oppose hi s Kingdo m's work - if they do not rep ent.""
In thi s passage, the author reco unts how Paul (Sa ul) addressed E lyma s
the magician who was a "Jewish false prophet" (13:6) . Paul's imprecator y
statement in 13:1 0-11 should be understood as containing both the declaration
of E lymas' tru e identi ty as we ll as the curse: "You so n of the devil , you
enemy of all righteousness, fu ll of all deceit and villain y, will yo u not stop
maki ng crooked the straight paths of the Lord? [111 And now, behold, the
hand of the Lord is upon you, and you will be blind and unable to see the
su n for a time."
Dibeli us states that this curse and accompan ying miracle has one "effect:
the proconsul confesses belief in Christ." ·H But this narrative accomplishes
more than the goal of pointing to the reason for the proconsul's confession
of faith. Another intention behind this narrative is to demonstrate the H oly
Spi ri t'S power to identify who is a member of the true People of God. As
Squires states, this speec h draws lines "betwee n the devi l and the Spiri t-filled
agents of God."35 The use of th e names Bar-Jesus and Elymas for the same
ind ivid ual is indicative that there is a need to prove who is truly an agent of
God . As a Jew, E lymas wou ld have known the laws against magic in Deut
18:9-14 - an act that would have brought about covenant curses upon Israel. 36
The o ne who claims to be a son of J es us/J oshua (13 :6) is revealed by means
of the imprecation to be a "son of the devil."37
The phrase "hand of the Lord" in verse 11 is a distinctly Lukan expression
that is used elsewhere in passages such as the creation of the world (7:50) and
the growth of the church at Antioch (1 1 :21).38 This anthropomorphism is a
common Septuagintal way of expressing "Gael's action in history" and is
connected with the di vine plan and purpose in l sa 14:24-7 \') Thus, the very
words of the imprecation are closely linked with the divin e hand that reveals
the purpose and will of God. To the reader/ hearer in the ancient milieu the
narrative wou ld be compelling: those who el esi re to par6cipate in God's
salvific actions must believe:u
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V. Paul's Curse of Ananias in Acts 23:3
The next imprecation in Acts is from Paul against the high priest Ananias
during his standing before the Sanhedrin (23:3):' Whereas earlier Paul
addressed the people in Aramaic (21 :40; 22:2), here he delivers his imprecation
in Greek for the benefit of the Roman commander."2 Marshall notes his
agreement with Haenchen that this accou nt functions in the narrative ro
demonstrate that Paul was unlikely to get justice from the Sanhedrin.") His
interjection, "God is going to strike you, you whitewashed wall!" begins with
the infinitive tu,ptein for emphasi s and does indicate indignation, but this
alone is insufficient as a description of the speech-act."4 The force of this
Greek construction (TUTITE LV OE IlEAAEL 0 SEOC;) makes a compelling case to
side with Laney and Marshall in calling this an imprecation or curse 45
Conzelmann cites this as an instance of a curse-formula (<l>AUXT]<jJOpf.!EA).46
In addition, Paul is probably alluding in part to the covenant curses (Deut
28:22) where God will strike Israel for their disobedience. 47
The rest of Paul's rhetorical question for Ananias reinforces the thesis that
the imprecations of Luke-Acts function as a marker of the true People of
God over and against those who claim to be but demonstrate otherwise. His
question in v3, ''Are you sitting to judge m e according to the law, and yet
contrary to the law yo u order me to be struck?" is designed to illustrate the
hypocrisy and false nature of Ananias' religion - he is really a lawbreaker. It
has been argued that Paul's proclaimed ignorance of Ananias' office as high
priest in v5 (I did not know, brothers, that he was the high priest) as being an
ironic statement, perhaps proving that Paul does not even recognize him as a
Jew. 4S But this seems unsupportable from the text and as Willimon points
out, he addresses the council as "brothers" (23: 1)."' Thus, it seems best to
understand that Paul was truly ignorant of Ananias' office.
More important is Paul's next statement after those standing near him
question his interjection in v 4. He responds in v 5, "I did not know, brothers,
that he was the high priest, for it is written, 'You shall not speak evil of a ruler
of your people.'" This is a quotation from Exodus 22:28 (22:27 LXX), "You
shall not revile God nor curse a ruler of your people." The Hebrew word -"1K
is the same word used in the prohibition against cursing one's parents (Exo
21 :17) 50 Whether Paul's words were prophetic or not of Ananias' impending
death, it is clear that he understood himself as declaring or praying that God
would or will strike him 51
This imprecation is distinctive in that it contains as a specific declaration
that God would or will strike Ananias. 52 Clearly, God is the one who will
revenge the injustice done to Paul. Although Paul rescinds his comment, the
imprecation retains its ability to define those who are truly of God. It
demonstrates that the leader of the Sanhedrin, who would represent the
whole group's claim to be true Israelites and mediators of God's justice, was
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really a "whitewashed wall," an enemy of the true People of God. Barclay
thinks that this refers to the whitewashed wall of a tomb that made one
ceremonially unclean (Num 6: 11,19: 11).53 Thus, Pau l is describing the high
priest as unclean. Marshall thinks that this is an echo of Ezekiel 13:10-14 and

22:28 that uses whitewash as a metaphor for a fals e support applied to wall
structure, demonstrating that the high priest is subject to sudden failure. 14
The reference to God sttiking Anaruas in Acts 23:3 certainly makes Marshall's
case stronger. A faint literary echo from the covenant curses of Deuteronomy
28:22 " the LORD wi ll strike you"
Of KUPLOt;) can be seen in Paul's
imprecation of Acts 23:3 "God is go ing to strike you" (rUTTTHV OE IlfUEL 6
SEOt;).
The explanatory aside in j\cts 23:8 is evidence that this imprecation is part
of a wider intention to disclose God's aim of defining the true Peop le of
God." The reader of Luke's two volume work would already have read that
th e Sadducees deny the resurrection (Luke 20:27), and this fact is reiterated
here because of its implications for th e cornerstone doctrine of the resurrection
of J es us. 56

VI. P aul's Curse o fIsr ael in Acts 28:25-28
The qtlestio l)exata regarding Acts 28:25-28 is d etermining what Paul is
doing or what act he is performing when he quotes l sa 6:9-10. Mills argues
that thi s is "stern rebuke" intended to "place blame directly on the nation" of
Israel. 57 However, he also states that tlus rebuke "ends in judgment on Israel."5H
Bock cites this text as serving "to explain how Israelite unbelief should not
be a surpri se but reflects a divine pattern of eith er Israel's or humani ty'S
response to God."S"
Lincoln cites this passage as primarily a tex t to justify Paul's "decision to
turn from the Jews to the Gentiles."60 Bruce states that Luke is using l saiah
prophetically.'" Lastly, Li.idemann avers that Luke uses Isaiah to give assurance
that the gospel is going to the G entil es'"2 None o f these descriptions (rebuke,
explanation, justification, adumbration, assurance) seems completely adequate
to describe Paul's speech-act in quoting Isaiah.
Another way of describing Paul's speech-act is a curse, which is the same
description that Calvin gave of the text of Isaiah ." Marshall approximates
dus view when he states that Paul is uttering tlle words "as a condemnation.""(
Yet, Pao notes that in th e LXX the lise o f ga.r in l sa 6:9 slufts the focu s away
from God as the agent of condemnation and tones down th e force - and
this minor emendation is kept in the LJuotation in Acts 28:26-27 (,5 While the
to ne of the LXX is retain ed, the quotation should be understood as climatic
in the narrative.
At this climactic point in Acts 28:25, Paul states those Israelites who heard
hi s speech are identical to the Israelites, "our fathers" (11Cm'ptxt; VIlWV), who
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fell under the covenant curses oflsaiah. Haenchen notes that parallel passages
that cite Jsa 6:9f demonstrate that th e H ellenistic community understood
such speech-acts "purely as God's judgment of rejection."""
The location of this speech in the narrative is crucial to understanding
what Paul is doing with this Isaianic quotation. At points in the narrative,
there are indications that the Sadducees were more hostile d1an the Pharisees
were. Such an intention may be present in passages such as Acts 5:17 where
Luke clearly labels the high priest and the Sadducees as those who were filled
with th e mo st jealousy. Likewise, Acts 23:8 shows the Pharisees in a more
favorable light because they acknowledge the resurrection, angels, and spirits.
The fact that ea rlier passages make the division between Phari sees and
Sadducees explicit may give significance to the fact that the context of the
imprecation in Ac ts 28 does not specify which party is in view."
This particular speech in Acts 28 complements the imprecation against
Juda s in Ac ts 1:20 6 8 The use of the imprecation in Ac ts 1:20 and in Acts
28:25-28 both function as points in the narrative that reveal the will of God
and establish how one can participate in God's creation of the faithful
community. Whereas the imprecation in Acts 1:20 used the casting of lots to
make explicit the sovereign working of God, the imprecation in Acts 28:2528 comes at the climax of the narrative which began with the invocation "let
the will of the Lord be do ne.""" This is th e point where a definitive
identification is mad e of whether the J ews would constitute the people of
God en masse.

VII. Conclusion
This study posited the the sis that imprecatory speech-acts or prayers are a
means of es tablishing the true People of God. The imprecations display
God's will to id entify those who belong to hi s people but also to establish
how those who read/hear can enter into God's salvific actions. One important
co nclu sion established by this study is that imprecations are only spo ken
against those who have some connection to the nation ofI srael or the church:
Ac ts 1: 16 identifies Judas as the disciple who was connected with J esus, Acts
8:13 id entifies Simon as one who beli eved, Acts 13:6 identifies Elymas the
magician as a J ewish false prophet, Acts 23:3 identifies Ananias as one knowing
the law of God, and Acts 28:19 id entjfies th ose who fall under the curse as
being J ews. During this epoch of t.ransition, there is a need to determine
whether those who claim to be true descenden ts of the Peop le of God
th rough Israel truly are and whether those who claim to be members of the
church truly are. This conclusion suppo rts the thesis that imprecatory prayers
or curses function as a way to establish identity. Imprecatory prayers are never
spo ken randomly against Gentiles or against those who are easily id entifi ed
as b eing apart from Israel or the Church.
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The conclusion that all the imprecations in Acts are against tho se who
need to be di stinguished from the true People of God is relevant to the
second conclusion that the imprecations are the means by whic h people can
understand how to participate in God's salvifi c action s. Even in the unu sual
case of imprecation ex paJtfacto in Acts 1:20-21 it is clear that God's sovereign
choice o f Judas' replacement comes from among those who have been faithfu l
in th e prese nce o f Jesus. Similarly, the offer to participate in God 's salvi fie
work is explicit in the co nditio nal imprecation in Acts 8:20. In Ac ts 13, the
imprecatio n against E lymas highlights the need for one to believe (Acts
13: 12). In Acts 23, Paul's imprecation again st the high-priest Ananias highlights
the fact that the religious authorities cannot be perceived as being part of the
true People of God due to their hyp ocrisy. Lastly, the imprecation in Acts 28
reveals that God requires belief (28:24) but also ears that hear and hearts that
understand (28:26-27) . In every instance o f cursing, the reader/ listener is able
understand what is required in order to participate in God's salvatjon and
establi shm ent of the true Peop le of God. Thi s conclusio n also finds
continuity with the theology of tile imprecations of the P salms that portray
the enemies of God in " moral terms" and not in "personal terms."'o
The text of Acts itself presents a chall enge to the integration of
imprecations in Acts into a mature biblical theo logy. Many interpret the
mini stry of J esus and the sub sequent min istry o f the Church in Acts as
defined so lel y in terms of its proleptic view to the future when retribution
and judgment will come. As Michael Goheen reminds us,Jesus stops reading
Isaiah 61:2 after he proclaims the favorable years of tile Lord, but he does not
contin ue on to announce a day o f vengeance 7 l But wh.ile Goheen asserts that
J esus' ministry is o ne " in which vengeance has been superseded,"" it is not
clear that this is suffi cient in light o f Ma x Turner's assertion that "the Messiah
is to complete the task of cl eans ing the nation and bringing judgment on
those that resist (Lk. 3:1 7) ." 73 What thi s study add s to the conversation
between Goheen and Turner is a picture of a developing Peop le of God
where identificatio n is critical. The book o f Acts depicts a time of transition
and does not depict a view o f cursing that is co ntrary to Paul's imperative
against curs ing (Rom 12: 14). A mature biblical theology of Acts must seek to
integrate imprecatory prayers in a manner that docs justice to their role and function
in revealing God's purposes and disclosing how the reader/listener can participate
in the salvific program that has been opened to both J ews and Gentiles.
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